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ne Jr. revisits a tale of exceptional courage
nd six men together in the heat of heroism.
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“There are no great men,
¥ great challenges that

Snary men are forced by
mstances to meet.”

— Admiral William E “Bull” Halsey

(Leﬁ to nght) Jerry Raborn, Marvin Panch, Steve Petrasek
d Bill Wimble gather around the trophy for
nAward honoring their efforts.

t could have all ended so differently, this confluence of

seemingly random events that culminated that cold

Valentine’s Day in 1963 at Daytona International Speedway;,

were it not for five nien having little in common beyond sheir

chosen avocarion/vocation of auto racing. This,ceutd”hive
turned out to be another footnoted story in racing lore &hout g race
driver losing his life. Instead, it becanic a story of ordinary men
meeting the erearest of challenges. Instead of thapugifabmote, it
becamne a story of heroic action and a life savedh

In hest story tradition, it all began far apavsinivlodena, Iraly,
where Maserari’s racing fortunes were in a ngtable décline. The Tipo
151, a V8-powered, front-engined coupe, yeprespiited one of the last

gasps of this formerly formidable marqug: i'“"'ldinf’iv fast in a straight
line, the Tipo 151’s downfall wafifs, Jack of reliability and
development. By late 1962 it pecame clear the Tipe 151 was not
coing to be the world beater evésyone liad hoped.

Another element of ourspory wed occurring at about the same
time in Dearborn, MichiganIkebuffed in his attempt to buy
legendary Iralian nameglateskerrari, Henry Ford Il and his Ford
Mator Company were énteting their “Total Performance” program,
which would eveltwatl-see them atrain victories in almost all of
the worlds major tamforsport venues. These two apparently
unconnected eyents came together in the New York garage of U.S.
Maserati r“crr:butws Briges Cunningham and Alfred Momo.
Momo ifgrallbd a2 Holman & Moody-prepared 427 -cubic-inch

" MEN

Ford engine into one of Cunningham’s Tipo 151s for entry in that
vear’s American Challenge Cup at Daytona. The Cup was for
“classified” cars; those being production-based cars with production
engines limited to 7-liters. Rules permitted the mixing of engines
and cars, as with th_e Maserati-Ford hybrid. Other cars taking
advantage of these rules included Mickey Thompson-entered
Corvettes powered by 427-cubic-inch “Mystery Motors” and a 421-
cubic-inch-powered Pontiac Tempest prepared by Ray Nichels
(the race’s eventual winner).

While the Ford engine weighed meore and produced less
harsepower than the Maserati power plant it replaced, Momo felt irs
sienificantly higher torque would give it an edge. Modifications to
the car and engine were conducted in a very short time frame; the
race-ready engine arriving from Holman & Moody only a couple of
weeks before the car was loaded for the trip to Daytona. There was
no time available for testing, which Momo said would be conducted
upon arrival in Florida. The car’s appearance in the American
Challenge Cup was only part of the Maserati-Ford’s Speed Weeks
activities. The second part of the plan was an assault on the Closed
Course Speed Record.

Slated to drive the car was Marvin Panch, a Wisconsin-born
driver then living in Daytona Beach, who had won the 1961
Daytona 500 driving a ycar-old Smokey Yunick prepared Pontiac.
Panch was well-liked and intelligent, once called by his manager,
Bob Latlord, one of racing’s “thinkingest” drivers. Panch’s presence
in the Maserati was probably sealed by his position as a Ford driver
for that vear's Daytona 500 in a Wood Brothers-entered 196312
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For the first time in his career, Marvin Panch posed for a photo before an
event. He would never do so again.

(Above) Under the watchful eye of chief mechanicsllffed/Mamo (left),
Panch works on the Ford-engined Maserati Tipo 151 hieWas te-drive in the
American Challenge sports car race at Daytona-intecrdtional Speedway.

During practice for the race, however, the car flipbed and caught fire,
trapping Panch inside. He was pulled from the flames by five rescuers,
although he did suffer serious burns on his\bacig’neck and hands that
hospitalized him for two months.

(Below) Panch sits for a family photo with datighiter Marvette and son Richie,
who would himself grow up to emulate his dsd and become a racing driver.

e
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fasthack Galaxie. Panch’s Speed Weeks would be busy. &
addition to the record attempts and drives in the Daytona 5
and American Challenge Race, he was also slated to be reunite

with his 1961-winning Pontiae, now competing if{ the. Permates
suppott race, where he would again be driving (08 Smokedy Yunich

His first imptessions of the Maserati-Fetd wefé prophess
Feeling the car lacked rollover protection, Ranchyld the team =
put a roll cage in it, but rime never Alawed this to happe
Preparation included efforts by Leomard Woad and Panch to &
up the suspension. Augie Pabst, who had driven Cunninghas
Tipo 151 in its Maserati engine/ecnfiouration three times &8
previous year, would take the caf encfor laps around the ap
Pabst found the car’s road mantiess troubling; fecling that per
the Ford engine's inereased-corguéhad upset the handling. Pas
had first-hand knowledge of the potential perils of racing a spes
car on Daywona’s high banls &{ year eatlier he'd been hospitaliss
for four months aftéGrashing a Cunningham-Momo Maseras
practice for the figet-Dagténa Continental.

Panch later\\related the story of his accident in B
autobiography, “Racrig Memories From A NASCAR Legs
(available arsuirmarvimpanch. com). On the morning of Febn
14, 1963, his uneasy feeling continued and he called home askss
his wifé(tosbring his flameproof coveralls to the rrack. As
cormimetepractice at the rime, these were made of cotron :
ticated with a fire-resistant compound but, as it turned out, wes
do theqob, Wearing the coveralls, Panch took the Maserati-B8
out in the moming session, eventually being clocked at speeds
excess of 163 mph. That afternoon Panch and the Maserati-
returned to the track. Alone on the track with the car feels
better than it had in the morning session, Panch signaled he
ready to begin the record artempt. Things bepan to unravel g&
way down the hackstretch at speeds approaching 200 mph. B
front end litfred and Panch fearhered the thrortle to bring it d
The car went sideways and tapped the guard rail at the top of 8
track. After the car hir the rail, it began sliding down the ===
Upon coming to the apron, the Maserati-Ford began a series
rolls, eventually ending up on its roof. It continued skims
back up the track on its roof, striking the rail again before shids
back down and coming to rest on the inside of the cotner.

When the car skidded along the track, the fuel filler snags
off and gas began spilling out. A Tipo 151 held about 30 g
of pasoline in three tanks surrounding its cockpit. As the
stopped, the gas ignited. Panch attempted to fight the blaze
the car’s small fire extinguisher, but couldn’t ger a clear shot 2z 88
flames. Although able to cur the ignition and unfasten his Bl
Panch couldn’t exit the now burning, upside-down car. To &
ingressiesress, the Tipo 151 had been designed with doors &
reached into the roof. The inverted car rested on part of the &
tapping Panch inside.

As Panch crashed, two drivers, Ernie Gahan and Bill Wimss
were driving through the runnel leading to the infield. Pulls
their car against the fence and using the hood to help them =&
the fence, they were the first to arrive at the flaming wreckss
but were unable to lift the car. Soon joining them was §&
Raborn, a mechanic who wotked at Holman & Moody and
had served as Panch’s mechanic in the past. Raborn would s
from the pits in his own car and scale the fence.

The three were joined by other rescuers arriving from the o
Tiny Lund, who was at Daytona looking for a ride in the 508 &
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position in wrecked and burning racing car of Marvin Z., Panch’ir®
ecourse of Ernest E. Gahan to side of car ruck
course of William R, Wimble to side of car

course of Jerry A. Rabormn to side of car

course of DeWayme E. Lund to car carrying hand extinguisher
course of Stephen E. Petrasek te car

positions of Wimble, Gaban, Petrasek and Raborn respectively as
they attempted to raise wreckage to reach Panch while Lund at Y
emptied hand extinguisher on cockpit area

course Wimble retireated burned on right

hand at sudden burst of flame from be-

neath car

course Gahan retireated burned on both

hands and face at burst of flame

course Lund retreated at burst of flame

course Petrasek retrsated burned on hands

and face at burst of flame

course Raborn retreated, his hair and

eyebrows singed, at hurst of flame

course Petrasek, summoning others,

returned to car on seeing leg

of Panch move in

door opening,
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course Wimble returned to car
course Gahan returned to car
course ._und returned to car
eourse Habora returned to car
33 as they lifted
apek at W obtained

set - course lunnd and Petragek e
8 and OP = course Wimble,n and Raborn respectively retreated
= position of Lund, Pet @* d Panch when explosion oceurred sn-
veloping car in massigeyi#e
Q. P - positions resp &)y of Wimble,Gahan and Raborn when explosion
occurred. i
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Steve Petrasek, a Firestone lire Engineer, were watching Panch’s
record attempt that afeernoon. They responded in a station wagon
driven by a NASCAR Official. Together, they attempted to lift
the car while Panch continued his effort to extricate himself.
Lund had taken an extinguisher from the station wagon and was
discharging it on Panch. As the car was lifted, gasoline that had
pooled under the car ignited, forcing the rescuers back, but as the
rescuets retreated, Petrasek saw that Panch was still trying to kick
himself loose from the car. Inside, Panch was saying his last
personal good-byes and preparing to take a deep breath ro shorten
the pain and suffering associated with burning ro death. Petracek,
waving his arms and yelling, “He’s seill alive! We've got to get him
out of there!” reassembled the five and advanced on the burning
car. Together they waded into the waist-high flames. Gahan,
Wimble and Raborm lifted the car and Petrasek pulled on Panch’s
legs. Lund continued discharging the fire extinguisher and then
joined Petracek in pulling on Panch’s legs. Petrasek later said they
had pulled so hard on Panch’s leg they had begun to tear the skin.
After clearing the car, Panch broke loose from Lund and Petrasek
and stood up, flames covering his coveralls. The official knocked
him to the ground and began rolling him in the grass as Petrasek
beat on the flames with both hands. By now the car was
enveloped in flames, some reaching 15 feet high. In the end, the
blaze would take almost 25 minutes to extinguish.

Following the accident and despite reportedly walking to the
ambulance at the scene and later from the ambulance into e
track infirmary, Panch was rushed to Daytona’s Halifax Hospiral
IHis physician, Dr. Achilles A. Monaco, reported Parch suffered
first-, second- and third-degree burns, along wady Thee
bleeding and liver injuries resulting from the fmpact, Monac
would iitially call his condition “scrious,” butsPanch wou
recuperate quickly, his condition being upgaded” to “fair” &
around three days and “very good” in fesd thaly two weeks. 2
impressive effort, seeing as how Panch fiad slected to bypass the
pain killers offered, afraid of their sidé‘effects.

Gahan, Petrasek and Wimble were al} treated for burns as
released. They would appear lateFdy thetrack, heavily bandages
In addition to his burns, Petrasek had torn a muscle and wous
suffer from decreased visign relaved to his injuries for some
weeks. Gahan and Wihble widuld go on to compete in e
Permatex race two weeks [a88% Still nursing first- and secon®
degree burns, Gahan®was able to win the Sportsman portion
the tace; while Wiriiblefinished 11 after breaking a shock. Lus
suffered a back Sprattaiid Raborn had singed hair and eyebrows
although neftherwasitreated at the scene. For their efforts Ernes
E. Gahan, De¥ayne L. Lund, Jerry A. Raborn, Stephen B
Petrasek anctWilliam R. Wimble were recognized by the Cames
Hero _Futid with the Carnegie Medal for civilian heroism 2=




ally untouched by the conflagration, the rest of the
ndged. Note the doors cut into the roof that complicated
Above) Charred remains of the cockpit where Panch

) -:lwards; and by NASCAR with the Buddy Shuman Award
esstanding contribution to NASCAR.

e a lot of drivers, Panch himself was somewhat : e : - Pl s
aftermathi of the accident, rescue and recovery. Extensive blistering of the

Batious. After that day, in addition to the aaditional . & : :
= . . tworl and the broken rear window surround offer further testimony to
stions of peanuts in their shells and green cars, Panch : -

Re rity of the flames.

posing for pictures before a race. Seems that he had posed (
stures before the recard attempre, something he had not dR TR
B After that, he only posed after a run. & i i

= Tiny Lund? Well, he could easily be a story all by hi
& “nch sidelined, the Wood Brothers found themselye

than an hour and a half, and rthe early e
%0 help dry the track. Lund wouldt

== throughout the race, but only chs
BEEe siapes. At an early caution :
=d and Glen Wood found the
me the car and went two extrad:
e Wood Brothers went &
&= field. Still, victory was
fellow Ford drivsrs

ssured as Lund battled hard
rrett and Fred Lorenzen.
b pits for late fuel stops. Lund,
Altully drafted others through the
e 500 miles with no tire stops and

tossed the finish line with fuel to spare, even
lap in a car that still had fuel in it when it was
== onto the truck. Tiny’s wife would later sum it up hest,

e “When he rook the checkered flag, he had run the whole
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(Above, left to right) Marvin
stands with his rescuers, Bill VWims
Ernie Gahan, Jerry Raborn,
Petrasek and Tiny Lund, as they
honored with Carnegie Medals
civilian heroism after saving his life 3
five were also awarded the B
Shuman Award for their outstas:
contribution to NASCAR. (Left)
raceday at Daytona, the heavily bandss
and deeply grateful Panch appeare
the racetrack, ignoring doctor’s ors
and escaping his ambulance to ex
his gratitude to his rescuers. He's sha

here with Steve Petrasek whose '-_
bandaged hand is readily evident.




ome set of tires; he was out of gas and he had 18 cents in
et It was incredible.” Lund’s vicrory eamed him a
payday, and both he and the Woods would give Panch
BN their winnings.
' attended the Daytona 500 only a little over two weeks
8 accident in an ambulance—an ambulance he wasn't
to leave. He couldn’t resist, however, waving o the
2nd greeting his rescuers.
, continuing the long road back o recovery and
by friends and family, he made slow but steady progress.
March, Panch would be joined in Daytona’s Halifax
g2l by fellow NASCAR driver Nelson Stacy, himself
g from a brutal practice accident at Atlanta earlier in
th. The two drivers recuperated together with stories of
wheelchairs and conversations between rooms on
-supplied walkic-talkies being told.
Sench said he very much valued a visit made to his bedside
his hospitalization by NASA astronauts Gus Grissom,
& Shepard and John Glenn.
$=nch would rerum to racing in NASCAR’s premier series
mg in June of 1963 at Charlotte Motor Speedwary,
Iy at the same point in the season his hospital buddy Stacy
setumned to the circuit. Panch again pilated the Woad
Ford, qualifying 3% and bringing the car home in 7t
the race was delayed for two weeks by rain. Following a
of top-ten finishes and a pole at Atlanta Motor Speedway
& June, he would retumn to the winner's circle at North
10 Speedway in Seprember. I1is strong effort fallowing
s=tum o the track earned him in a 13%-place finish in thar
&= points race, despite his lengthy ahsence from the circuit.
Bhe five rescuers had combined their efforts to save Panch
were all ordinary men of extraordinary courage a
Bity. In a letter to the Carnegie Hero Fund, Petrasek
- Hope [ can live up o such recognition
snts were echoed in Wimble’s letter when he sa
that my conduct may always be in keeping wit
== medal.” In a handwritten note, Gahan’s
ed the Fund and said they would use the
Steplace Ernie had wanted to build. Rab
sassing didn’t even mention the medat™NAnd
1al who assisted? He said he was doin '
paid to do ir, figured he shouldn’t
s=ame and participation not be inch
£ ota” from the others’ accomy
his wishes here.

41y upon

NASCAR

ears later, Marvin Panch
nd best day of his life; the
nd the best because he got
mch that Valentine’s Day half
ble have now passed, leaving him
rs among those in this story. Perhaps
t Marvin Panch has outlived almaost
- whose help he would have ended up as
F earlier. selie

8 that in a way it was the
because he ot into

W it As to the five w
S=niury ago, all but Bf
Panch as the sol

half a ry on from the day their lives became inextricably
ined, rescuer Bill Wimble (left) and rescuee Marvin Panch were
“ted during race weekend at Charlotte Motor Speedway in 2012,

\re) Lund received the spo[s of victry after winning the 1963 baytona

500. Note the tape on the door where his name replaced that of the car’s
originally intended driver, Marvin Panch. (Below) Lund poses for the standard
pre-race publicity photo standing next to the #2| Wood Brothers Ford that
he had been assigned to at the request of the man he was replacing, Panch.
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